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Q: Today is the 24th of August 2000. This is an interview with William J. Gehron. This
is being done on behalf of the Association for Diplomatic Studies and Training and I'm
Charles Stuart Kennedy. Well, let's start at the beginning. Tell me when and where you
were born and something about your family.

GEHRON: | was born in New York City on August 5, 1924. | actually resided in my youth in
Pelham, New York, which is a suburb just outside of New York City. | was born into what |
can describe as a middle class family. My father was an architect; my mother for all of her
life was a housewife; and | had a sister. That [was] the immediate family.

Q: Give me a little bit about the background of your father.

GEHRON: He was a man who was brought up in a very large family. | think there

were something like 14 children in the family and they were people who came out of
Williamsburg, Pennsylvania. His father owned a lumber mill there. My father tells a story
of having been on the job one day, up on the roof doing some roofing work, and he looked
down and saw a man in a coat and tie and said to one of his colleagues, “Who is that
fella?”

Interview with William J. Gehron http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000413



Library of Congress

His colleague said, “That guy is an architect.”

And my father said, “Well, that's what I'm gonna be! If you can stand down there in a coat
and tie, that look's pretty good!” So he was the only son out of the 14 children who ended
up in New York City, where he did become an architect.

Q: What was the background of the family? Was the “Gehron” German,Irish, or what?

GEHRON: It's German essentially. We always make fun of the name. It's Alsatian. We
used to say that when the French were there, we would pronounce it “jeh-ron,” and when
the Germans were there we would say, “Geh-ron.” It actually is a German name.

Q: Where did your father go to architectural school?

GEHRON: He went to what is now Carnegie Mellon, but then was Carnegie Tech in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He ended up in his own firm in New York City, Gehron and
Seltzer, and did, | would say, very, very well for somebody who was essentially on his
own. He did have a partner here and there. He designed some buildings at West Point. He
did the Harrisburg State Capitol group and a number of buildings at Denison University in
Ohio. So he did some fairly interesting and monumental buildings, including a monument
to sailors which stands in Battery Park in New York City.

Q: What about your mother's family background?

GEHRON: She came out of an Irish family, New York City oriented. Unlike my father's
family which held together pretty well, it was a broken family. Her father left the family, and
she was brought up largely by her mother. They were a rather religious Catholic family
doing what | guess anybody in New York City does. She went to the usual schools, | guess
Catholic schools, and then at a very young age married my father. | was very enthralled by
her. (Laughing)
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Q: Let's talk about the sort of family life you had. Did one sit around the dining room table
and talk about things, or was each busy going his own way? | was just wondering, you
know.

GEHRON: | would say it was a rather talkative family. We did sit around the table doing
a good deal of talking. That's a characteristic that's been carried on into my own family,

| must say. We tend to take over the conversation wherever we go. That may be a good
thing or a bad thing; | don't know which. It just depends on what the surroundings are.

It was a family where my mother was a good reader, my father not so good, but he was
interested in philosophical things beyond his architecture. My mother was quite a reader.

My sister was a very bright young woman. She went to Dana Hall and Wellesley College,
and eventually she ended up with rheumatic heart and had to go to Rollins College. She

was offered a scholarship there in English, but she felt that she wanted to get out of that

atmosphere at Rollins. She wanted to go to work, so she went to work for IBM. All of

this time my mother was, as | say, a housewife, and my father was pretty well tied to his

business in architecture.

Q: Where did you go to elementary school?

GEHRON: | went through the normal school system in Pelham, New York and that meant
Colonial Elementary School, and then | went to the Pelham High School. But | wasn't
doing very well in school. | didn't take it too seriously. | guess there are an awful lot of
young people who operate on that basis, more fun than work. My father showed some
concern about this—my mother as well. So the last two years of my schooling in high
school, | spent at a preparatory school in Windsor, Connecticut, called Loomis.

Q: Yes?
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GEHRON: That was really an experience for me, because it was the first time | really
began to understand the value of an education and really started to knuckle down and do
some reasonably good work. | liked the campus lifestyle.

Q: Oh, did you?

GEHRON: Very much so. It was a regimented life - study, work. | had scholarship and was
the school mailman. Much different than high school.

Q: Let's go back before to where you went to public schools. Whawere your interests?

GEHRON: Well, as | say, | wasn't much of a student. | can't recall off the top of my head
anything on the intellectual side that particularly interested me. | was sports oriented.
Even though | was small of stature, | did go out for track and I think | did pretty well in
that. | won a letter, | believe. | did the sprints. | also went out for intermediate basketball
or whatever it's called. | was much too small to do much there, but we had a high school
team that went around and played other schools at that level. | played baseball. | was not
into football. That was about the extent of it.

Q: What about just reading for fun?

GEHRON: | did a lot of that; | tended to follow my mother's example. The reading | did
when | was young was probably more down the line of the Hornblower type novel than
more serious reading.

Q: C.S. Forester.
GEHRON: Yes, right, right.

Q: But actually, along with the books of that era, were historical novels. You got quite a bit
of it. Kenneth Roberts, and that genre. That's what people were reading.
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GEHRON: Yes, they were and we had some of the classics in the house. | remember
things like that as well. I didn't really get into something on a much broader scale until
college when | was introduced to all kinds of things.

Q: Well then, could you describe Loomis? You were there from when?This would be about
what?

GEHRON: This was about 1940. This was just before the United States went into World
War Il. In fact, we did do some elementary military training during the time | was there and
that had an effect on the campus. Actually, when the U.S. entered the war, the student
body asked the headmaster if they couldn't establish some kind of a cadet corp. Bachelor,
who was the headmaster at that time, a wise old man, let the students do that. The seniors
were permitted to form a cadet corps and actually train under the auspices of the Hartford
National Guard.

Some of us even went to the extent of taking flying lessons in preparation for going into the
Air Force. | was one of those. | got very close to soloing when | had to leave school. | kept
that interest up and later spent some time in the Air Corps.

But beyond that, Loomis was a very good school for disciplining the mind and the body,
really. When | say the body, | don't mean it in quite the usual way. You had to wait on
tables; that was a requirement. You had to make your own bed, you had to sweep out your
room, and you had, as | mentioned, order and discipline. It was up to the students to do
the policing. | think that was a very, very good thing.

Beyond that, it was a very stimulating place intellectually for me and much more so than
high school. High school was a mishmash that | never really got my hands on. Loomis was
a place where | felt | was beginning to zero in on some interests, such as history, English,
and other things. | found it a very, very rewarding experience.
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Q: You were there from '40 to '42; what about World War 11?7 How dithat change your
reading habits, outlook, and all?

GEHRON: Well, you know, it's really rather interesting. | seem like a very naive,
uninterested individual. But looking back on that period, | can certainly remember when
the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. | was home at the time. It shocked me, of course,

as it shocked everyone. | didn't know what the effect of that would be. | was in school at
the time, one of the years | was at Loomis. | wasn't at all aware of how drastically that was
going to affect my life. | think it began to dawn on me just how serious this was when we
formed this cadet unit. | don't remember reading an awful lot about what was going on in
Europe at the time. | probably did, but looking back and just off the top of my head, | can't
recall. We were obviously interested in current events and what was going on in the world,
but life at school took precedence.

Q: For a lot of people in this era, they picked up a pretty good course in geography by
knowing where Guadalcanal was or Benghazi, the Gold Coast, or what have you.

GEHRON: Yes, that's true. Again, it's rather interesting. | later, at the request of my
children, wrote down a family history, and | remember writing that, even when | was
fighting in Europe in World Watr I, | was not very aware of what was going on in the Pacific
area. | don't know why | was rather closed minded about that, but certainly | was aware

of what was going on in Europe. | was very aware of that. But the Pacific seemed to be
another world; still is to a certain extent. To this day, | never have visited that area of the
world.

Q: | take it while you were at Loomis, you and your colleagues werpreparing to go into
military service.

GEHRON: Yes, that's right. We thought we would go on to military service. | should relate
one interesting thing though at Loomis, which really left a mark on me as a young person
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growing up. In my first year I got into some trouble. | was not all that good as a student

or that attentive. My father used to have to see the headmaster once in a while about

my conduct. | remember it was maybe the third occasion, and the headmaster asked my
mother and father to come up to the school. | thought that meant that | was on my way
out. I've forgotten what the incident was. It wasn't a nasty thing; | can recall that. It was
something that | did to the dislike of the headmaster and perhaps some other teachers.
Anyway, he called me in with my father and mother there. He went on to say, “You know,

| think that this young man has got some talent, and I'm not going to have him dismissed
from school. | feel that he can make it here if he will really try to do the job.” | sensed that
here was an older man instilling in me, a young man, a lot of confidence about myself. The
next year | went on to be a counselor and on the student board that ran the school. | really
tried to apply myself. | put that to a large extent to the headmaster, who by his confidence
that I'd do the job, in turn, built confidence in me.

Q: Oh, absolutely! Well then, you graduated, what? Did yograduate?
GEHRON: In June of '43.
Q: And, of course, that was right in the middle of the war.

GEHRON: That's right. There's an interesting story there. | graduated in June 1943 and
looking around, did not know what | wanted to do. | had applied to go to Williams College
and | had been accepted there. | thought about some kind of a summer job. One day |
came home after looking around in the local town for some kind of a job, and my mother
told me that there was a letter from the President of the United States. | said, “Oh, that's
interesting.” And sure enough, | had been drafted. I'd wanted to enlist in 1941, but my
mother and father said, “No.” Remember | was 17 or whatever it was where you needed
parental permission. They said no, | should finish my schooling at Loomis, and they were
very wise in that. So | was called up in the draft in June of '43.
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Q: Where'd you go? Let's talk about your military service.

GEHRON: Well, when | first started, | went to Fort Dix, New Jersey, for my initial training.
Then | went on to Fort Bliss, Texas where | ended up in the armored cars with an
antiaircraft unit, and that was pretty rough, a pretty hot place.

Q: Half-tracks.

GEHRON: Half-tracks. That's exactly what they were. The regiment was very strict there.
They'd give you one canteen of water for the day and one shower every three or four days.
It was pretty rough, man. We were out in the field an awful lot. | think the unit was probably
billed to go overseas very shortly and that's why they were being so tough. | think the
desert training was for the action that was going on in North Africa. As it turned out, | left
that unit.

| was interested in the Air Corps. At that time, it was the U.S. Army Air Corps. It wasn't until
1947, | think, that it became a separate service. So | applied and | was accepted. | went to
air cadet school. That was at the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa. It was wonderful,
because the local men for the most part had gone either into the civilian service during

the war or military service, and that left a bevy of southern belles (laughing). A uniform

Is pretty good looking when you have it on. No matter what you look like, the uniform

was looking good. We looked pretty attractive, | think, walking around that campus. At
least we felt we did. | took some courses there; | can't remember what they were. | do
remember that | ended up being nominated for, rather than a pilot's position, that of a
bombardier. That was something of a disappointment. | had or have pretty good eyes,

and | attribute that to the fact that | went the bombardier way, rather than the pilot's way.
That unfortunately ended when preparations began for the invasion of Europe. | think what
happened there was that the military could foresee a need for a lot of troops, support and
otherwise, for the invasion. The air cadets were something they could easily do away with
and did so. So that rather idyllic period of my military career ended abruptly.
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| found myself sent off to Biloxi, Mississippi. | don't remember exactly what we did there.
It was an air force posting. Then | ended up with the ordnance at a place called Redstone
Ordnance in Texarkana, Texas. There | started moving around high explosive bombs in
these large igloos, unloading and loading them, on the trucks and off the trucks. I just
concluded that wasn't the kind of thing | wanted to do. | took the occasion to apply to the
Officer Candidate School (OCS) at Fort Benning, Georgia. Very shortly thereafter, the
notice came that | was accepted, so | left the Ordnance Corps and went to Fort Benning.
But | must just tell you that it was rather interesting for me because when | was being
interviewed to go to the Officer Candidate School, | was before a board of Redstone
Arsenal Ordnance officers. I've forgotten the rank, but maybe up to a lieutenant colonel. |
was then a corporal or something. | was fairly young at that stage; | guess | was about 19
or 18. They were asking me what service | wanted to go into and why.

[, in kind of a red, white, and blue way said, “I'm going to geright into the thick of it. I want
the infantry!”

They very nicely said, “Well, look, you're in the ordnance corps. Whdon't you go to
Ordnance OCS?”

| just couldn't accept that. | just felt that | had to get into the middle of this thing, some way
or other, young blood, and not a lot of wisdom perhaps. So off | went to Fort Benning and
the Infantry Officers Candidate School.

Q: I might, for the record, point out that | think at the time you were an air cadet, there
were special training groups, specialists and all that. They cut a lot of this out because
they realized that to keep the equivalent of about 80 divisions going in the army, they really
were beginning to run out of people. They didn't have time for some of these other things,
which were rather long term.
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GEHRON: Yes, that's right. The air cadet program was pretty long. You were in there for
quite a period of time, both at the university and then your experience beyond that. So it
was a rather lengthy program.

Q: How did you find OCS?

GEHRON: Even as a young man and rather physically fit, | found it very tough. Again, |
don't remember all the courses. There was night this, night that, compass this, compass
that, geography this, geography that, map reading, all these kinds of things, plus hiking
and doing all of the shooting and the climbing over walls, and the running, and goodness
knows what. | remember bayonet training. | don't know why we went through that, because
we ended up at the end of the OCS period as officers with carbines.

Q: Oh, my gosh! We're not equipped to carry a bayonet. (Laughter)

GEHRON: Might have been a throw back to the Civil War. | don't know. But in any event, it
was rugged training. There were a number of people who were older than | was who were
in the program. It was really tough on them. They were in from civilian life and they hadn't
done something like this for quite a while. But most of us made it through. We were “90-
day-wonders,” that's what we were called, and that's what we were in for, 90 days. | think
they did a pretty darn good job, all things considered.

Q: We'd had people who'd been fighting now for a couple of years. Our army had been
at war, in real war, for a long time. Was there much effort to have people equivalent to
a sergeant or something tell you how it really was and that type of thing, or was it pretty
much by the book?

GEHRON: | would say from my memory of it now, it was pretty much by the book, but |
do remember that there were some people who had been in combat and had come back.
| recall one fellow who had malaria, who had bouts of it there. He was an instructor. So
we did have people giving us training who had seen combat and had come back, but |
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don't remember anybody really laying out for me the depth of what | was maybe going
to confront. | still kind of carried around this romantic idealized vision of what war was all
about.

Q: All right, what happened? | mean, you graduated from OCS as second lieutenant?

GEHRON: Yes, | graduated from OCS, and I think | was probably on orders at the time |
graduated. They needed people immediately. | graduated and | guess it was February of
'45 by this time. Maybe it was a little earlier than that. | went home on home leave. That
was one of the few times | had home leave. | remember going to my parent's house in

my spanking new uniform with my gold bars. They were very proud, but | think they were
also very concerned, because they didn't know what the future held, nor did I; but they
probably had a better idea than | did. | remember telling them that | had orders to report to
New York City within 10 days, so | guess that added even more concern. As it turned out, |
really have a rather vivid memory of that. | wanted to make it as easy as possible on them.
When the time came to leave, | asked them if they would not walk with me to the Pelham
Railroad Station, which was close to home. | asked them not to walk me up to the station.

| preferred to walk up that morning to catch the train to New York alone and to say my
goodbyes the night before. They were very good about that and that's what happened. |
left them without seeing them in the morning and | got out very early. | remember the night
before my father gave me a Saint Christopher medal. He is the patron saint of travelers,
keeping them well and away from harm. You know, to this day | still carry that thing around
in my wallet with the same threading on the same piece of leather that my father sewed it
to back then.

| walked to the Pelham Station and met a student that I'd gone to school with. Indeed, he'd
been on the track team with me. We were both going to the same place, and off we went.
We went on down to the docks of New York City. | came on to the docks and there were
lots and lots of soldiers milling around, and the Red Cross was there, and women handing
out coffee, and so on. There was a great big ship there. It happened to be the Queen
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Mary. We formally boarded her. | was assigned a group of people to take care of, which
was my first assignment as an officer. We shoved off. It was a ship that of course, as you
know from its speed and agility, went off on its own, never in a convoy. So we zigzagged
our way across the Atlantic.

| can remember a couple things about that journey. One was, the wooden rails on the
Queen Mary were still there. Of course a lot of the soldiers had little knives with them and
they all were in favor of cutting their initials into the railing of the Queen Mary. | don't think
that was above me either. Also there were a lot of fittings on the ship that reminded you

of its glory days, but it was basically pretty stripped. The other thing | remember was the
British were manning the gun on the rear of the ship, on the stern. They held practice firing
rounds like twice a day. | just thought to myself, “How useless, because if somebody is
going to take this ship down, it was going to be a submarine with torpedoes and not any
other way.” The other thing | remember is that we had a rough passage and everybody
was seasick! It was a horror because they were just packed in. You tried to get up on deck
to get some reasonably fresh air, but the decks were jammed, too. That was really one
loaded ship! But we made it in about 5 or 6 days.

| can remember coming into the west coast of England. It was a beautiful day, absolutely
calm; everything seemed calm and quiet and still, except for the seagulls flying around.

| just couldn't believe that country was at war! You just couldn't believe it! It was just
marvelous in terms of its stillness and beauty. | don't know where it was that we came in;
I've never been able to find that out.

Q: I might point out that, on the Queen Mary, they didn't replace those wooden rails. They
kept the initials on to show its wartime service. (Laughing)

GEHRON: That's probably true. | guess it would be a great memento and certainly a
reminder of a very, very difficult time, particularly for the British.
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Q: Yes. Well, then what happened? You got in by the way abouwhat, in March or...?

GEHRON: No, the Battle of the Bulge was in December of '44 and | got in about a month
after that. | got actually into a front line unit about a month after the Bulge.

Q: Sounds like February.

GEHRON: Yes, we're talking about January or February. As | mentioned, | landed in
England. It was just unbelievable because it was so quiet and calm. Then | remember
taking a train and ending up in South Hampton. And | don't remember anything about that
train ride. | don't remember anything about South Hampton, except that it was probably

a teeny port at that period, | would imagine. But, again, we were focused in the narrow
world.

One thing | do remember about South Hampton was that we had to cross the channel,

of course, and we went right from the train to the boat that was going to take us across
the channel. It was an old Polish freighter that they had recruited one way or another. |
remember that we were put down in the hold. | mean really in the hold, in the bowels of
the ship, basically. It was an introduction to my first command really, other than the one on
the Queen Mary. | was placed in charge of a group of men down in that hold. There was
only one access out of that hold, a very narrow stair at that. | remember saying to myself,
“You know if you're going to be a leader, you must demonstrate it, and that means stay

as far away from that access stairwell as you possibly can, and show the people with you
that you're not concerned.” | was concerned, because we had the possibility of mines and
torpedoes crossing the channel. It was an instance where you had to talk yourself into
doing something that perhaps in another capacity you would never have done. But | did do
that, and | can say that fortunately we got across the channel in a convoy in good shape.

Q: Then what happened?

Interview with William J. Gehron http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000413



Library of Congress

GEHRON: We ended up in Le Havre, and that was where | really began to see the horror
of war. That place was just devastated and | couldn't believe it. Buildings were all down,
the waterfront was an absolute mess, and cranes were bent over all this way and that way.
It just was horrifying to me, particularly after that landing in England and then coming just
across the channel and seeing this devastation in France.

| don't remember too much about that. | released the troops | had on the convoy boat.
They went one way and | got into a little vehicle with about six or eight others. They
trucked us out in the direction of what were then the front lines of the battlefield. | don't
remember how long it took us to get there, but we went to what in those days they called a
repo-depo.

Q: Right, a replacement depot.

GEHRON: That's a replacement depot where single officers go and then the unit just
plucks them out of those repo-depos and puts them into their own unit. | was there for a
couple of days. It was a very desolate time because the people you're with, you don't know
where they're all going to go. So you don't make friends or try to establish friendships. It
was kind of lonely and not a very attractive place to hang around.

Q: It was a system that, in retrospect, was really rather poor because it didn't breed unit
cohesion. This is true also for the regular troops, the enlisted people. | mean there was too
much of this impersonal putting people into places. It would have worked better if they had
tried to develop going in groups and that sort of thing.

GEHRON: | think that's right. | think that one of the big problems here and maybe one

of the reasons why this system was developed. When | ended up with my platoon, |
happened to be, now this sounds like a made up story, but I think it's quite accurate, the
13th platoon leader of that platoon. My tech sergeant had fought all the way through from
North Africa into Italy and on up into Germany. He was a survivor. But there are a lot of
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people who did get wounded or in some instances killed who were platoon leaders, and
they had to supply fresh bodies to fill that slot. | think there wasn't much they could do in
terms of bringing you from training on as a unit, though. They had to bring you in almost as
an individual and just slide you in that slot, and that's what happened to me.

Q: What division unit and type did you go to?

GEHRON: | ended up in the Third Army, which was General Patton's Army, in the Fourth
Armored Division, and | was in the Tenth Armored Infantry Battalion. That's kind of an
interesting little sidelight there. | was trained as an infantry officer, so | thought I'd be
slopping along in the mud when | got over to Europe. But | joined Patton's Army; he, of
course, was a great advocate of the use of tanks. His Third Army was essentially a tank
unit and had a large tank unit within it. They therefore developed this strategic concept
where they would have these tank units, to the extent that they could break through a front
line, sometimes do a flanking movement and attack from the side. But as the war was
progressing and somewhat running down, it changed. What they were trying to do, | think,
if | got their strategy right, was to break through the front lines, and move as far to the rear
as they possibly could. Thus they created as much commotion as possible and maybe
frightened the front line troops about what was happening behind them into pulling back to
correct that situation. Meanwhile the reserves, who were usually not very good, were trying
to counter the attacking tank force. | think that system worked pretty well toward the end.

Now | got there, | think just after they crossed the Moselle River. | joined Company C and
| ended up being the platoon leader of one of the platoons. | remember that as a very
interesting experience for me at that age. | was, as | said, a 20-year-old guy when | came
into the platoon. They were just pulled back from the front lines, and they were cleaning
their weapons and having dinner. When | say having dinner, | mean everybody was doing
their own thing. | was dropped off and | walked in very unceremoniously. They just put
you there, and there you were. | remember walking in and kind of nodding at people, but
nobody gave me much of the time of day. This is another one of these new blokes who's

Interview with William J. Gehron http://www.loc.gov/item/mfdipbib000413



Library of Congress

coming along. Finally, | sat down and some nice older guy came over and came up to me
and said, “Well, Lieutenant, would you like something to eat?”

And | said, “ That would be great.” And that kind of broke the ice. He really helped me feel
that | finally was beginning to move in on their world. | felt very isolated for the first hour or
so. Later, | mentioned this to this tech sergeant. | said, “You know, you didn't seem to be
too glad to see me.”

And he said, “ Oooh, you've got it all wrong, lieutenant. | was sooo happy to see you. |
didn't want that command. | just wanted to get back to my old job.”

And that was it. As | mentioned, | think | was supposedly the 13th guy who came in as

an officer in that battalion.It wasn't very long before | had my first experience in combat. |
was with the unit for maybe about a day. We had a couple of very good strategic planners
with the tank forces. One was a General Abrams, who had the Abrams tank named after
him. He was our combat command leader and a Colonel Cohen, who was a big sidekick
of Abrams, and very adept at the use of tanks and tank strategy. Colonel Cohen was my
combat commander. He called all the officers in to tell them of the next day's movement.
This was about a day after | had arrived, as | said. | remember sitting there and seeing
these guys, all pretty grizzled-looking, tough, hardened combat people. | looked around
the room and thought, “Wow, | don't know if this is the calling for me or not (laughing).”

The next thing | know, Colonel, | mean, then Colonel Abrams came into the room, cigar in
mouth, then in hand, and he came in this very gruff way said, “Colonel Cohen? What do
you want? What do you need?”

And Colonel Cohen said, “I don't need anything! | just want guys ihere with blood and guts,
and | got 'em!” (Laughing)

And | thought, “Maybe I'm in the wrong room here.” (more laughing).
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As it turned out, that's all he wanted. The next morning about 5:30 we clamored on the
tanks and off we went. We broke through the enemy lines.

Q: This is around where?

GEHRON: You know, | honestly don't remember. | tried to track that down, and | couldn't. |
haven't tried terribly seriously, but | can't remember where it was.

Q: The Third Armies had been stuck in Metz and Verdun, so it was probably on that way
towards the Rhine.

GEHRON: | think the repo-depo was very close to Metz or Verdun, and it was around that
area, yes. We had a long line across Germany that we were going to be making. But in
any event, that morning was my first morning in combat. Again, you go back to the horrors
of war. You don't think of it at the time, but looking back on it—houses burning, and guys
running around shooting, and machine guns going. It just is another world out there, | must
say.

Q: What were you actually doing? Were you on a tank or were you ia truck camp type
vehicle?

GEHRON: No, the armored infantry were developed to ride on top of the tanks. We'd have
about six or eight of us sitting on the top of the tank. In those days, Patton, in his wisdom
or lack thereof, wanted his tank commanders to be seen. He wanted them chest high out
of the tank turret. So we'd be up there communicating with the tank commander. Some

of them remained up there, but when the shooting started, they went for cover (laughing),
shut the hatch, and we'd be out there sitting on top of the tank as it was rolling along. The
concept was a good one, as | say, the idea of breaking through, getting to the rear of the
enemy troops. When you ran into resistance, the tanks would stop, the armored infantry
would jump off, and they'd then move on as infantrymen. What you did was carry your
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infantrymen with you, until a point where you needed them literally to get on the ground
and start fighting. It was a system that worked pretty well.

Q: Did you find that in the Third Army you had to wear a tie, and helmet, and all that sort of
thing?

GEHRON: We certainly wore helmets, but | don't ever remember wearina tie, although that
might have been the case.

Q: Patton was renowned for discipline.

GEHRON: He was a stickler for discipline and what have you. | never saw him, but | do
remember pictures of him with his pearl-handled guns. He was an irascible man. | mean
he gave his troops a pretty tough time. The idea of the tankers being out of the tank, chest-
high, is an indication of that. | remember one of my colleagues, who came with me and
joined the unit the same time | did and was another platoon leader. He was a very gung-
ho guy, unlike me. He had taken after Patton. He was walking around with a pearl handled
revolver on each hip. | stayed pretty far away from him (laughing). | wasn't sure just what
kind of a lieutenant he'd turn out to be.

| do also remember the first time that | really knew what | was in for. We had broken
through the lines, as | say. We moved maybe three or four miles down the road and
we ran into heavy atrtillery. The tanks stopped and we all jumped off. | just remember a
cemetery near where we stopped and we ran in there for cover. There was a stonewall
and small arms fire. A shell came whizzing in and landed near a couple of my platoon's
enlisted men. When the shell landed, | heard someone say, “ I'm hit!” And | looked over
and sure enough, he was on his chest, stretched out, and his buttocks were pretty well
blown off. That was really my first experience of knowing where | was and how I'd put
myself there.

Q: How did it go during this time?
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GEHRON: Actually, I think | was pretty lucky. | did see enough combat—I'm very proud
of this—to win my Combat Infantryman's Badge and | gained a Presidential Unit Citation,
which are the two things that | treasure very much in terms of my own personal life in the
army. | was with a magnificent unit. It was really a great outfit. We were good at what we
did.

The war was running down. The units that were doing a lot of the fighting were SS, storm
troopers, the elite Nazi military. They were very good, too. But | think the Germans at that
point were beginning to realize that after the Battle of the Bulge, the chances of Germany
coming back in any way were pretty close to nil. | think their morale was really beginning

to drop. That helped in the U.S. forces in any kind of a combat situation because | think we
always felt that we had the upper hand. | know, and | can remember being a very confident
officer. | never really entertained any thoughts of being hit one way or another. That's a
very strange experience and I've never really thought about it until now. It could well be my
confidence was built up because we were winning, and we were doing so well.

Q: Did you get involved in crossing the Rhine?

GEHRON: No. The route that | remember taking, | can't recall getting across the Rhine,
to be perfectly honest with you. | should go back and examine some of this, which I've not
done very seriously. The place where | kind of pick up and remember is going into a place
called Erfurt, and Chemnitz and places like that. | don't remember the actual crossing of
the Rhine, although we had to do it! (Laughing) That's not something that sticks in my
craw.

Q: Well now, General Abrams, | think he was Colonel Abrams at thtime...
GEHRON: He was Colonel Abrams then, yes.

Q: There was this attempt to go to a prisoner of war camp wherPatton's son-in-law was.
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GEHRON: You're right.
Q: Did you get involved in that?

GEHRON: | did not get involved in that, but it happened on my watch and that was a
catastrophe of the first order. There is some story; | don't know how true it is. As you say,
Patton's son-in-law was a prisoner in that camp. Patton maintained that it was someplace
where he just wanted to free the Americans who were there. Others say, “Well, you know,
there's a very big pull in terms of getting your own son-in-law out of the clutches of the
Germans.”

In any event, that unit did go in and they got to the camp and they broke the camp open,
but then the Germans regrouped and when they tried to get out of that situation, they were
just massacred. Not all of them were. There were some who did come back, but it was a
very bad piece of strategy, | think.

Q: One of the things one notes is that the Germans were particularly adept at putting
together scratch units, and counterattacking them. | mean, you could get somewhere, but
they didn't dissolve.

GEHRON: That's true. Another thing that was very disconcerting was that they started
arming very young kids. | don't know when they started doing that, but they had 14 and 15-
year-olds who were very pro-Hitler and pro-Germany. You'd go into towns not only with the
regulars shooting at you, but these young people as well and they were ferocious in some
respects. One idea | do remember was that tank units, in order not to get bogged down,
would avoid the big cities where you had street-to-street fighting. They would go into the
smaller towns and take those over and just keep running and running and we would do
that.

| can remember an instance. This is one of those things where the person who is a
leader can get you moving. | was with my men, and a tank had been knocked out in front
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of us, and we were moving up to clean out the people who had knocked the tank out.
There was a wall on both sides of the road going all the way down to where this tank was
knocked out. The people who had done the firing were on higher ground. At the end of the
road, beyond where the tank had been knocked out, was a caserne, which is a building
where the German troops would quarter. There were a number of guns pointing up in our
direction from the artillery placement. | remember being up against the wall and wondering
what | should do next, when who should come along but Colonel Cohen, a pretty tough
guy. He was a cigar smoker like Colonel Abrams. He called out and asked, “Who's the
lieutenant in charge here?”

And | kind of looked back and said, “I am sir.” (laughing)

“What the hell ya doin' here?”

And | said, “Well, I'm waiting sir to determine where | should move.”
And he said, “Move right straight ahead, that's where you shoulmove.”

So that's what | did, | started moving right straight ahead. | got down to where the tank had
been knocked out and about half way to where this caserne was, where | thought there
was going to be a hoard of German soldiers. | looked back and none of my men were
following. (Laughing) | had jumped at the colonel's command, but they hadn't. So | had

to stop and, by arm signals, finally encourage them to join me down there and then we
moved on. As it turned out, we didn't knock off the people who had knocked out the tank.
When we got to the caserne, there was nobody there fortunately, and the townspeople told
us that about a half an hour before, most of the German forces had pulled out.

Q: Colonel Cohen, didn't he later go to Israel? | thought there wasomebody, Daniel Cohen,
or something?
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GEHRON: Well, you know, I lost track of him. | always thought he ran some kind of a
textile mill and was a very wealthy young man in South Carolina or someplace. | don't
honestly know what happened to him after the war. | might just add, though | never saw
the issue, that Time Magazine in some issue during this period of time claimed that Cohen
and Abrams were two of the ablest tank commanders in the whole war. So they were very
able and knowledgeable people when it came to tank warfare.

Q: When you got past the caserne, where did you go?

GEHRON: We kept the town. That wasn't very difficult. We kind of cleaned the streets up
and then our tanks came in behind us and that was that.

Q: How did you find the German populace?

GEHRON: Mixed. Some of them welcomed us. They were fed up with the war, | think,

and knew it was a lost cause. Some of them didn't like the idea that we were coming in
there, of course. One of the problems for them that | always felt sorry about, was that this
was a battle where Patton wanted the Germans to know that the Americans had been
there. So our orders were essentially to go in a